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SEXUAL POLARITIES IN
THE DEFENCE OF GUENEVERE

By Florence S. Boos

WiLLiAM MORRIS’S EARLY poetry is striking for its erotic intensity
and powerful evocations of passionate and unhappy women. In-
deed, his portrayals of confined, alienated, and dependent women
are so sharp that they pose some obvious questions. Do they, in the
end, simply stylize and project some of the most destructive con-
ventions of Victorian patriarchy? Or do they actually provide some
“defence” of female passion and sexuality, against the social hier-
archies and emotional suffocation they depict?

I will argue that his portrayals do provide such a defense. Morris
came to value highly many traits he attributed to his major female
protagonists and used his portrayals of them to express a rare
Victorian suspension of judgment about female sexual conduct.
Even his early work showed insight into the distorting effects of
sexual polarities, and his women gradually came to embody forms
of artistic and sensuous “love” with which he consciously identified
himself. At their best, these qualities anticipate a world in which
“beauty” might be an enabling social force, rather than a counter-
factual representation of poetic “truth.”

The Defence of Guenevere contains Morris’s best early poetry. Its
lyrics and dramatic monologues are intense, startling, and dream-
like, and its medievalism unhindered by pedantry. Critics have
concentrated on the ambiguities of the Launcelot-Guenevere-
Arthur triangle, but the work’s principal motifs are its protagonists’
direct erotic emotions and pervasive fears of frustration and defeat.’
Ralph Berry has pointed out that twenty of the volume’s thirty
poems end in defeat or death,? and even its nominally successful
poems (such as the title poem itself, “The Defence of Guenevere”)
are often preoccupied with anxiety and struggle. The volume’s
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themes of sexual tension and defeat also reinforee cach other, for
most protagonists “love that well which [they| must leave ere
long.”

Less noticed has been a related paradox: the degree to which rigid
sexual polaritics motivate both love and battle. The Defence’s
women wait in confinement for male lovers whose grueling con-
flicts often end in failure. United only by their common unrealized
desire, the men and women of The Defence suffer alone. This early
intensification of the familar division of chivalrous labor expresses
an idiosyncratic mixture of quiet fatalism and ardent idealization.
At best, that ardor and the portrayals’ sheer dramatic power rescue
them from the Victorian prudery into which such exaggerated
dichotomies otherwise lapse. Morris presents with sympathy not
only “good” heroines such as Jehane and Alice, but complex ones
such as Guenevere in “King Arthur’s Tomb” and Yoland in “The
Tune of Seven Towers.”

Unfortunately, Morris’s suffering and beautiful women often
fall into another Victorian female stereotype — women as helpless
victims, preoccupied wholly with love. His early poetic division of
labor might seem to permit a more extended range of social action
for men — heroic defense of one’s homeland, for example, and
loyalty to one’s comrades — but the emotional constraints of un-
stinting service to this heroic role (pose?) are almost as rigid.

Such stylized polarization of sexual roles had been present in
Morris’s earliest writings — the juvenile poem, “The Fen-River,”
for instance, whose courageous lover rescues a pale, frightened
woman. In the prose romances for The Oxford and Cambridge
Magazine, the dichotomy begins to take on some of the ominous
forms it later assumes in The Defence. In “A Dream,” for example,
the irascible Ella demands that her lover Lawrence prove his brav-
ery in the “cavern of the red pike,” where he remains in solitary
1solation for four hundred years, cared for by Ella once each century.
Atthe end of their needless separation, they are united in the grave.

Somewhat less temporally bizarre polarities recur in The Defence.
In a world in which men and women are preternaturally dissimilar,
small actions move 1n fields of exaggerated sexual force, and heroic
men and women are separated not only from each other, but also
from most forms of everyday human life. Sexual tension that in_,
more fortunate circumstances might seem pleasant only heightens
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the pain of denial and defeat. Morris’s portrayal of such tension
poises in uneasy balance between protest and admiration.

Evidence for the oppressive nature of this radical partition of
sexual natures may be found throughout The Defénce. In the first
two poems of the four which comprise the opening Malorian
group, “The Defence of Guenevere” and “King Arthur’s Tomb,”
Guenevere and Launcelot are almost always separated; a stereotyp-
ically manly life of action and quest drives him forth into the world,
and she waits confined in castle and nunnery while external forces
determine her fate. His is the oppression of unceasing, unavailing
labor, hers the humiliation of self-conscious inanition. Our first
perception of Guenevere in “The Defence of Guenevere” is of a
human being whose every thought and gesture 1s choked, strained,
and constricted:

But, knowing now that they would have her speak,
She threw her wet hair backward from her brow,
Her hand close to her mouth touching her cheek,

As though she had had there a shameful blow,
And feeling it shameful to feel aught but shame
All through her heart, yet felt her cheek burned so,

She must a little touch it; like one lame
She walked away from Gauwaine. . . .3

Her greatest speech is delivered “knowing now that they would
have her speak”; she sweats, is lamed by tension, feels physical
responses which she wants to repress, is conscious of abasement
before “such great lords,” and compares herself to someone dying
“quite alone and very weak.” Her love’s epiphany occurs in a
garden “walled round every way,” and she and Launcelot are sur-
prised in her chamber. At the opening of the poem, she is con-
stricted by her clothes, as well as confined and about to be bound to
the stake. Morris dwells on conditions of constriction and confine-
ment at suspicious length, but not to suggest that they are natural:
countervailing imagery of female sexual fulfillment is of violent
loosening from constraint: “But shouting, loosed out, see now! all
my hair. . . .”

Launcelot has other problems. He labors almost monotonously
to regain what he thought was won, fights Mellyagraunce at cruel
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odds, survives ambush and exile, and struggles anxiously at “head-
long speed” to save Guenevere. These frustrations are intensified in
“King Arthur’s Tomb” when the weary Launcelot is cruelly re-
jected at Glastonbury by the one person whose love he most as-
sumed and for whom he has forfeited all else. Both quest and
confinement, in short, are wretched, and only rare moments of
freedom from constraint bring happiness and sexuality unmarred
by fear.

Guenevere provides a focus for these early preoccupations with
love triangles and suffering women, and Morris’s sympathy for her
distress is clear. In particular, his sympathy in The Defence with a
“woman taken in adultery” greatly heightens the work’s poignancy
as well as its complexity. Guenevere sometimes makes her case
with a curious detachment — she seems to view her own beauty and
distress, rather than feel them from within. In a sense she serves as
her own chorus. At the same time this detachment distances her
from the intense subjective emotions she expresses, and gives them
a kind of reflective resonance they would not otherwise have. The
consort of a king who has given her a “great name” but “little
love,” Guenevere may or may not have committed the “treason-
able” offense of adultery with Launcelot. At issue is not “sin” or
“romantic passion” in the abstract, but the special circumstances of
a woman who was married at an early age, for reasons of state, to a
cold and neglectful spouse, and who has felt for many years a
sustained attachment to another man. Guenevere’s defense is the
legitimacy of her desire to escape this life of weakness and repres-
sion, a desire whose intensity has surprised even her. She denies the
indefinitely specified charges against her, but acknowledges her
love, and gradually widens the scope of her argument from intro-
spection to attack. Her accusers’ principal motives, she avers, are
spite, malice, and resentment of the natural and creative force of her
love.

All of this contrasts quite markedly with the Malorian prototypes
on which Morris drew. He ignores the genuine amiability of Mal-
ory’s Arthur, the heartfelt friendship which is destroyed by his
bitter conflict with Launcelot, and the general ambience of Malory’s
dynastic intrigues, to focus on one woman’s vindication of the
reasons of the heart. Morris’s poem minimizes the interlocking
teuds of Malory’s military caste to magnify the frustrations and
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from which he will not return, a journey rendered ominous and
macabre by the introduction of a ghostly nether-world. Not Yo-
land, this time, but the ghosts have hair which floats in the wind:
“Feet half in the water, there in a row / Long hair in the wind
afloat.” She has sent him on an impossible quest in search of trivial
favors: “My coif and my kirtle, with pearls arow, / Olver, go
to-day!”

She “inwardly” promises the inevitable kiss, but refuses to speak
the promise aloud to reassure him, and despite the presentiment
that he will die, she implacably urges him forth. Their kiss may be
reserved for a fine and private place:

If you will go for me now,
[ will kiss your mouth at last;
[She sayeth inwardly]
(The graves stand grey in a row.)
Oliver, hold me fast!
“Therefore,” said fair Yoland of the flowers,
“This is the tune of Seven Towers.”

“The Tune of Seven Towers” is a strangely disturbing poem,
possessing some of the uncertain thematic resonance of Keats’s “La
Belle Dame Sans Merci”: Yoland may be the voice of fate calling
Oliver to inevitable death; she may feel sympathy as well as fear in
anticipation of his destruction; or perhaps, as in “The Blue Closet,”
intend that he lead her into death. Whatever her motives, she
remains both beautiful and cold, and Oliver leaves the fortress a
solitary victim. Of his fate, she declares, “If any will go to it now,
/ He must go to it all alone,” and her own last cry, “Oliver, hold me
fast!” is precisely what he cannot do.

Morris employs his familiar conjunction of towers with desired
women and life’s tasks, with seven as a conventional numerological
emblem of closure. The first stanza suggests poems from the
juvenilia (“The Banners,” “The Abbey and the Palace,” and “Dedi-
cation of the Temple”):

No one goes there now:
For what is left to fetch away

From the desolate battlements all arow,
And the lead roof heavy and grey. . . .

Each succeeding stanza moves toward the two lovers’ deaths. The
often-quoted remark of an unidentified early acquaintance, “[Mor-
ris| has lately taken a strong fancy for the human,”® though arch,
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correctly reflects Morris’s shift of interest in the Defence, away from
cdifices and toward the people who inhabit them.

The varying line lengths and syncopated rhythms, like the poem
itself, are subtly discordant; the refrain’s alternating first word
makes each repetition seem to bear a new relationship to its stanza:
“Therefore,” said fair Yoland of the flowers, | “This is the tune of Seven
Towers.” The first line of the refrain is one of the longest in each
stanza, which melodically expands and is then diminished by the
next line’s brevity and sudden change from dactyllic to trochaic
meter.

Like “The Tune of Seven Towers,” “The Blue Closet” was
written in response to a Rossetti watercolor, and shared some of its
elaborate formalization of death-in-life. The noble sisters Alice and
Louise are immured in the Blue Closet; once a year they are allowed
to sing, but must moderate their music so that a constant death
knell overhead can still be heard. The torrential rhythms of the first

stanza suggest the happy vigor with which they would like to
infuse their playing:

Lady Alice, Lady Louisc,

Between the wash of the tumbling seas

We are ready to sing, if so ye please;

So lay your long hands on the keys;
Sing: “Laudate pueri.”

The icy discomfort of the Blue Closet reflects the claustrophobia of
Rossetti’s interior with its female figures. The sisters’ singing in
their confining closet before their death also recalls Tennyson’s
Lady of Shalott’s weaving in the tower before she descends to her
doom; like Morris’s sisters, she too returns to the water. Thus,
the “Blue” of the closet not only reflects cold, sadness, and the
icy heaven of death, but specifically suggests the blue salt-sea which
is oozing into their closet — a coffin to be swallowed in the all-
consuming sea of existence.

The bell has been tolling for Louise’s love, Arthur, whose return
Louise has awaited (once again) since time immemorial:

How long ago was it, how long ago,
He came to this tower with hands full of snow?

“Kneel down, O love Louise, kneel down!” he said,
And sprinkled the dusty snow over my head.
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Arthur becomes a virtual Love-in-Death image, as Yoland had
been to Oliver. Unlike Yoland, however, he is affectionate and
deeply regrets her sorrow; he in turn has been victimized and
destroyed by the sea, where “she” — perhaps some demonic seaspirit
— keeps his emotions and body enchained, and where “they” may
strangle him, fates reminiscent of those of other Morris heroes.
Arthur also recalls Arnold’s “The Forsaken Merman,” here
stranded in the sea rather than on land. The passages describing
Arthur’s slow physical decay and reincarnation after death also
suggest the strange reappearance of Lorenzo’s pallid corpse to
Isabella in Keats’s “Isabella: Or, the Pot of Basil.” Keats’s Lorenzo
had felt pain in watching his own gradual deterioration after death:
to the extent that the body retained its human form, life remained
in it. By contrast Arthur willingly forgets his decayed physical self,
for he feels a regeneration in the spiritual world; his regeneration is
rather melancholic and distant, however, in contrast to the more
limited but earthly reincarnation of Keats’s lovers.

An annunciation of Arthur’s death occurs on Christmas Eve,
while Louise, in the tradition of other Defence heroines, prays over
her sorrow; her prayer, in fact, directly invokes his presence:

Dear Lord, that loves me, I wait to receive
Either body or spirit this wild Christmas-eve.

Through the floor shot up a lily red,
With a patch of earth from the land of the dead,
For he was strong in the land of the dead.

The red lily has come a long way since its appearance as tiger-lily in
Morris’s juvenile poem, “The Three Flowers.” Its sudden phallic
penetration into the closed scene gives its image a startling vivid-
ness. Until now all has been green, purple, white, or blue, but red
suggests passion and death, and the lily projects an unusually clear
shape.

Arthur leads away Louise and Alice to join him in death, a variant
of the doomed love triangle of Morris’s juvenilia. There is no
suggestion that Alice is reluctant to accompany them; perhaps the
imminence of death —always in Morris a powerful healer of friction
and loss — has rendered any such emotion irrelevant. All have
followed their prescribed sexual patterns to death; he has gone
forth to meet his, and the women have sadly awaited theirs.
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“The Blue Closet™ is a carcfully idiosyncratic and complex poem,
in some respects onc of the best short poems of The Defence. Even
a casual attempt at uncovering its intentions casts a strange back-
ward light on earlier critical views that Morris’s non-Malorian
lyrics were melodious verbalism, devoid of meaning.

Sexual roles have been polarized in all the poems I have discussed,
but the motif’s complexity and evocative power have evolved
from the juvenile poems, in which brave men rescued fair,
frightened women. The elegant madrigal of disparate sexual roles
now brings frustration and loneliness, intensified by self-conscious
desire. Prisons and confining castles predominate over garden
memories.

All of this returns us to the original question: to what extent do
Morris’s presentations reinforce conventional gender stereotypes?
On the surface the men in The Defence are simplistically brave and
resourceful, and the women are exaggeratedly fearful and helpless
to the point of inanity. At their best, however, these helpless
women exhibit a certain force of character and bravery in passive
resistance. Jehane of “The Haystack in the Floods,” for example,
has standard-issue “slender fingers” and “weak hands,” but stoi-
cally rejects submission to the tyrant Godmar and pays for her
steadfastness with madness and death. Nor are all of the women of
The Defence as emotionally unstable as Guenevere or as callous as
Yoland; “Sir Peter Harpdon™’s Alice 1s also steadfast as well as
loving and Rapunzel / Guendolen is at least devoted, good-natured
and grateful for her rescue. An undertone of constraint and frustra-
tion is always discernible in Morris’s women, no matter how in-
tensely imaginative their attempts to realize traditional “womanly”
virtues may be.

At their best, Morris’s powerful characterizations of women
subject to Victorian sexual polarities show the constraints under
which women lived. In her 1982 Woman and the Demon: The Life of
a Victorian Myth, Nina Auerbach has argued that male projections
of female sexuality and power were central to Victorian culture,
and that such “demonic” idealization provided women with some
compensation for their legal and social disabilities. It is true that
Victorian male portrayals of destructive women (Arnold’s Iseult
of Cornwall, Tennyson’s Vivien, Rossetti’s Sister Helen) often
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conveyed repressed forms of anxiety and guilt; but a power to
embody demonic or subrational forces might be as dubious as
proletarian power to embody bourgeois fantasics of “the mob,” or
blacks’ power to embody a “heart of darkness.” Such ascriptions of
power would seem rationalizations of powerlessness.

If Mary Wollstonecraft was right, that “women desire not power
over men but over themselves,” then the Gueneveres, Jehanes,
Yolands, and Gudruns of Morris’s poetry are truly victimized,
isolated and desolate in a world in which they can suffer but not act.
Much sexism is diverted puritanical rage, and Morris’s obvious
sympathy, absence of prudery, and high valuation of sensuous
spontaneity culminate in his repudiating the divine patriarch’s
Edenic curse. Morris’s alienated women represent passionate as
well as “good” forces condemned to frustration and inactivity.
Their intense wretchedness is an oppressively “feminine” but im-
passioned response, corresponding to some aspects of his own
desires to liberate and redirect human energies. Morris’s underscor-
ing of the agonies of senseless male struggle and senseless female
passivity expresses a partly unconscious critique of the “ideal”
sexual patterns of the society in which he lived.

One aspect of the growing demands for women'’s rights gained
Morris’s strong advocacy: the right of women to freedom of choice
in sexual matters. In private, he quietly accepted Jane Morris’s
liaison with Rossetti and was a devoted father to his two daughters.
His actions and poetry also showed consistent respect for women’s
rights of private judgment and recognition of their equal dignity of
perception and character. For this kind and compassionate man,
portrayals of intensely suffering, isolated men and women may
have been a cry of protest from the Victorian unconscious.

Morris’s early poetry places high value on the qualities of his
male protagonists — courage, fidelity, persistence — but values
equally stereotypically feminine qualities with which he identified
himself: intensity, longing, and sensuous response to physical
beauty:

As for me . . . I have [a love of beauty]| naturally, for neither my father nor
my mother nor any of my relatives had the least idea of it. I remember as a
boy going into Canterbury Cathedral and thinking that the gates of Heaven
had been opened to me — also when I first saw an illuminated manuscript.
These first pleasures, which I discovered for myself, were stronger than
anything else [ have had in life.”
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The sheer artistry of his portrayals of intense acsthetic experience is
onc of the most attractive aspects of his work.

Like the strands of Morris's designs, then, the qualities of courage
and the love of beauty form an indefinitely extended complemen-
tary pattern, which should be interwoven, but which social con-
straints have unravelled. Morris’s women represent artistic and
emotional forces within every human being which s/he cannot
repress without self-destruction; and these forces inspire not only
the stereotypical virtues of Morris’s male characters, but a deeper
acceptance of nature which Morris considered the only possible
form of human redemption.

For Morris then — more, perhaps, than for other Victorian poets
— moral(istic) judgments of female sexuality are irrelevant, and the
dignified women of the early poetry elude Victorian sexual codes.
Morris’s men and women embody qualities equally necessary for
life: judgment and strength must be informed by passion and
beauty, grace and intensity by perseverance and loyalty. His charac-
ters’ struggles to reunite these complementary qualities witness the
needless absurdity of their separation.

Morris thus portrayed forms of psychological and physical con-
finement of women which other male poets often ignored. The
“romantic” predicaments of the women in The Defence reflect
deeper forms of human alienation which he tried to remedy in
many ways during his life. Men too are victimized in Morris’s
poetry, but the suffering of the women is more vivid, and more
urgently demands redress. To Victorian debates on the nature of
sexual experience, Morris’s poetry contributed an appreciation of
the psychological intensity and depth of female experience; and a
characteristic awareness that social injustice falls with greatest
weight on those permitted the meagerest defense.
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